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NO  VACANCY 
"And  she  gave  birth  to  her  first-born  son^wrapped 
him  in  swaddling  cloths ,  and  laid  him  in  a  manger, 
because  there  was  no  place  for  them  in  the  innc" 

Luke  2:7 


It5s  one  thing  to  see  a  No  Vacancy  sign,  it's  quite 
another  matter  to  experience  one.    Many  of  us  at  one  time 
or  another  have  been  on  the  road  in  a  strange  place  without 
reservations ,  sorely  in  need  of  a  room  in  which  to  put  up 
for  the  nights    To  be  told  by  a  sign  out  front  or  a  clerk  in- 
side that  there  is  no  room  gets  harder  and  harder  to  take 
as  the  night  wears  on. 

Such,  of  course^  was  the  story  of  Jesus5  birth  -- 
No  Vacancy  c    No  part  of  the  Nativity  drama  is  more  widely 
known  than  the  fact  that  Jesus  was  born  in  a  stable  because 
there  was  no  room  in  the  inn0    That  point§  taken  literally 
or  symbolically ,  has  engaged  man's  mind  and  heart  for 
centuries.. 

It  was  not  only  the  story  of  Jesus5  birth.,  it  was  also 
the  story  of  his  life.    Unfortunately  John  was  right  when  he 
looked  back  upon  those  Jesus  years  and  said  "He  came  to 
his  own  and  his  own  received  him  note"  (John  1:11)    But  we 
need  not  take  JohnBs  word  for  it.,    Our  Lord  Himself,  re- 
flecting on  the  poor  reception  he  received,  said  "Foxes 
have  holes ,  and  birds  of  the  air  have  nests,  but  the  son  of 
man  has  nowhere  to  lay  his  head."  (Lk  9:58)    He  speaks 
here  to  something  more  than  literal  privations  .    He  has  in 
mind  the  fact  that  there  was  no  place  for  him  in  the  political, 
economic5  or  social  systems  of  the  dayc 

Not  only  was  No  Vacancy  the  story  of  his  birth  and 
the  story  of  his  life,  it  was  also  the  story  of  his  death,.    The 
Passover  was  to  begin  at  sundown  on  that  first  Good  Friday, 
It  was  important  then  to  get  this  nasty  business  over  withD 
So  Jesus  was  lead  outside  the  city,  lest  Jerusalem  be  de- 
filed0    He  died  like  a  common  criminal.    As  the  writer  of 


the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews  put  its  he  was  crucified  "outside 
the  camp,"    In  truth  he  is  the  stranger  of  Galilee>  the  man 
nobody  wanted* 

It  would  be  comforting  if  we  couid  push  on  from  this 
point  to  note  how  different  our  response  has  beem    Shame 
on  the  innkeeper!    Shame  on  Herod!    Shame  on  the  Sanhedrin! 
Shame  on  the  high  priest!  Shame  on  the  Passover  crowd!  We 
may  not  be  a  nation  of  saints ,  but  at  least  we  have  found  a 
place  for  Him  in  our  private  and  corporate  lifec 

I  have  the  feeling  that  Jesus  preferred  their  treat- 
ment to  ours.    We  keep  deluding  ourselves  that  we  can  find 
room  for  him.    They  knew  that  they  would  have  to  make  room 
or  reject  him  altogether  0    We  keep  seeing  him  as  the  infinite- 
ly adjustable  one  who  will  accommodate  himself  to  our  tribal 
ways0    They  were  at  least  perceptive  enough  to  see  him  as 
the  infinitely  Holy  onec 

Thomas  Linacre  is  credited  with  the  founding  of  the 
Royal  College  of  Surgeons.    For  years  he  had  been  physician 
to  King  Henry  VIE,    Toward  the  end  of  his  life  he  turned  from 
medicine  to  give  himself  to  the  church,     For  the  first  time  in 
his  life  he  sat  down  to  read  the  New  Testament,    What  he 
read  drove  him  to  says    "Either  this  is  not  the  gospel  or  we 
are  not  Christians ."  1      Has  the  time  not  come  for  us  as 
American  Christians  to  yield  up  the  assumption  that  we  have 
reckoned  seriously  with  the  Christ.    "Either  this  is  not  the 
gospel  or  we  are  not  Christians."    The  pain  and  anguish  that 
we  feel  as  a  people  may  be  nothing  less  than  the  outworking 
of  a  judgment  that  is  being  visited  upon  us. 

James  Cozzens  in  The  Last  Adam  has  Howard  Ban- 
ning muse  about  his  wayward  daughter  Virginia  in  these 
words:    "Common  sense  foresaw  the  disgraces  and  disasters 
almost  certain  to  attend  her  when  life,  having  no  words ,  cor- 
rected her  viciously  with  results."  2 

How  can  we  reconcile  the  one  whose  Advent  we  cele- 
brate to  our  greed.    We  have  wantonly  and  consistently  ex- 
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ploited  the  resources  of  this  bountifully  endowed  country „ 
We  have  so  engendered  the  competitive  spirit  in  our  society 
that  we  see  each  other  as  rivals  rather  than  friends  or 
brothers .    Did  you  ever  hear  the  story  of  the  countryman 
and  the  cricket?    "Walking  down  a  busy  city  street  one  day5 
the  countryman  seized  his  city-bred  friend  by  the  arm  and 
said  ^Listen  to  the  chirp  of  the  cricket!8  The  urbanite  heard 
nothing  until  the  bucolic  friend  led  him  to  a.  crack  in  the  face 
of  a  building  where  the  cricket  was  proclaiming  his  presence 
unheard  by  the  passing  throngs „     8How  can  you  hear  such  a 
little  sound  in  the  midst  of  all  this  noise. E  the  city  man 
askedc    sWatchs  E  his  friend  replied,  as  he  tossed  a  dime  up- 
on the  sidewalk.    Whereupon  a  dozen  people  turned  at  the 
faint  click  of  the  coin,     sIt  depends  on  the  things  you  are 
taught  to  be  interested  in,  !"  3     It  is  hard  for  a  rich  man  — 
indeed^  for  a  rich  nation,  to  enter  the  Kingdom  of  God0 

How  do  we  presume  to  reconcile  the  Christ  to  our 
prejudices  ?   What  we  have  done  to  the  black  man  and  the 
red  man  and  the  brown  man  in  our  society  is  coming  now  to 
lighto    No  preoccupation  with  anti-Communism  can  deflect 
the  judgment  that  is  due  us  for  keeping  others  down0    Our 
land  is  rife  with  prejudicec    Letss  be  done  with  trying  to  say 
it  isn5t  sOo    The  prejudice  we  see  on  every  side  feeds  on 
hatred  and  eats  away  at  the  nation's  life.    We  tried  in  earlier 
years  to  find  theological  justification  for  our  prejudice  and 
now  our  black  friends  are  trying  to  justify  a  reverse  racism 
with  a  similar  appeal  to  theology.    This  is  blindness  too0    It 
is  just  as  unworthy  of  Jesus  Christ  to  assert  that  God  is 
black  as  it  is  to  assume  that  he  is  whiteE    Did  he  not  teach 
us  to  pray  "Our  Father?" 

How  do  we  intend  to  reconcile  Him  to  our  violence? 
I'm  just  as  you  are  at  this  points    I  kept  feeling  as  eruptions 
of  violence  happened  in  our  national  life  that  there  was  an 
explanation  peculiar  to  each  case0    I  wept  as  you  did  when 
John  Kennedy  died,    I  wept  as  you  did  when  Robert  Kennedy 
diedc    I  wept  as  you  did  when  Martin  Luther  King5  Jr0  died. 
And  I  kept  saying  to  myself§  these  are  the  exceptions  that 
prove  the  rulec    But  I  have  come  since  to  conclude  that  vio- 
lence is  the  rule  of  our  American  life  and  the  exeption  is 
when  we  do  justly  or  love  mercy  or  walk  humbly  with  our 
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GocL    I  fought  the  Kerner  Report  up  and  down  its  margins. 
But  I  gave  up  defending  our  violence  when  those  disquieting 
reports  from  My  L  £>  i-  began  to  come  in0 

Suspend  for  a  moment  your  feelings  regarding  the 
war  in  Vietnamc    Suspend  for  a  moment  your  desire  to  defend 
or  accuse  the  administration,,    Recognize  that  in  the  burst  of 
terror  that  was  perpetrated  on  that  hapless  province  a  moment 
of  truth  has  come  for  the  American  people „    We  are  indeed  a 
violent  peopie0     Let  us  not  say  that  the  enemy  has  done  as 
much,  for  at  least  it  can  be  said  of  him  that  he  makes  no 
claim  to  being  Christian. 

Nothing  more  saiutory  could  happen  to  this  nation 
during  Advent  than  for  us  to  be  stripped  once  and  for  ail  of 
the  illusion  that  we  are  co-judges  with  God  of  the  woride    We 
have  been  feeding  on  this  image  of  national  righteousness  and 
arguing  down  the  instances  that  argue  against  it,;  but  truth 
has  finally  caught  up  with  us.    Confession  is  the  order  of  the 
season* 

Peter  Berger  talks  about  the  importance  of  how  we 
see  ourselves.     He  says,  "The  self-image  of  the  insurance 
salesman  as  a  fatherly  adviser  to  young  families,   of  the  bur- 
lesque stripper  as  an  artist,  of  the  propagandist  as  a  com- 
munications expert,  of  the  hangman  as  a  public  servant  -- 
all  these  notions  are  not  only  individual  assuagements  of  guilt 
or  status  anxiety,  but  constitute  the  official  self-interpreta- 
tions of  entire  social  groups,  obligatory  for  their  members 
on  pain  of  excommunication,,"  4      We  have  been  living  with 
the  national  self-image  of  being  the  instrument  of  GodEs  judg- 
ment in  the  world.    We  are  in  fact  the  object  of  His  judgment. 


"He  came  to  his  own  and  his  own  received  him  note" 
Kierkegaard  said  that  the  next  best  thing  to  really  being  in- 
side Christianity  is  being  really  outside  Christianity.    The 
one  who  is  either  in  or  out  knows  where  he  stands .    But  here 
is  the  hope:  "to  as  many  as  received  Him,  to  them  gave  He 
the  power  to  become  the  sons  of  God.  "  (John  1:12)     The  fu- 
ture is  with  the  remnant,  the  few  who  are  willing  to  let  Him 
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in,,    Have  you  noticed  in  the  Gospels  how  Jesus  was  able  to 
deliver  those  who  had  no  presumption  of  righteousness  to 
protect?    Conversely,  he  found  it  hard  to  get  through  to 
those  who  were  enamored  of  their  own  virtue., 

The  Christmas  word  is  not  the  word  of  judgment  but 
the  word  of  love.    Judgment  is  frequently  the  word  we  hear 
first,  but  it  is  not  God's  final  word.    Fulton  Sheen  has  noted 
that  the  devil  begins  as  our  defender  and  becomes  our  ac- 
cuser:   Christ  begins  as  our  accuser  and  becomes  our  de- 
fender.   There  was  no  room  in  the  inn.    The  son  of  man  had 
no  place  to  lay  his  head.    He  was  crucified  outside  the  camp* 
O  that  we  would  let  him  in ! 


In  the  epilogue  to  Shaw's  St.  Joan,  after  Joan  has 
been  burned  at  the  stake  and  subsequently  been  canonized  by 
those  who  did  her  in,  she  returns  in  a  vision  and  says,  "Now 
tell  me:   shall  I  rise  from  the  dead,  and  come  back  to  you  a 
living  woman?"  5     The  answer  from  eight  different  mouths 
is  "No,  do  not  come  back."    Shaw  gives  Joan  the  last  lines 
of  the  play  and  she  prays,  "O  God  that  madest  this  beautiful 
earth,  when  will  it  be  ready  to  receive  thy  saints?    How  long, 
O  Lord,  how  long?"  6     Let  this  be  our  prayer.    "O  God  that 
madest  this  beautiful  earth,  when  will  it  be  ready  to  receive 
thy  son?    How  long,  O  Lord,  how  long?" 
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